Suetonius the Ventriloquist

Cynthia Damon For the students who persuaded me to give Suetonius another look
The scene: a public latrine. Seated: the poet Lucan, with consessores ('fellow-sitters'). Sound effects: a louder-than-usual fart (cla:iore.'.; crepitu uentris), cueing the line 'underground thunder, yo.u~ t~mk .1 In this memorable episode from Suetomus Life of Lucan, one of the many noteworthy elements is the wit. 2 Not that the utterance sub terris tonuisse putes is itself particularly witty. Indeed, one might see it as a rather feeble attempt to make light of an embarrassing event. But it turns out, so Suetonius tells us, that the half-hexameter is not the poet's own, but Nero's; its original context must have been very different. 3 (Ab)using it as he does, Suetonius' Lucan mocks hi's imperial master and poetic rival, making Nero's words serve Luc.ans purposes.4 He conjures up the emperor, so to speak, and does soma setting where an emperor is out of place. The effect is instantaneous: the latrine's other occupants flee (magna consessorum fuga, Vita Luc. [17] [18] , presumably alarmed by the blasphemy. 5 As a quotation, the ' See Rostagni (1944) 146-7 (ad Joe.) . . 2 For a recent discussion of the scene, see R. Cowan (20 11 ), who also proVIdes a bibliography.
' Morford (1985) 2017 suggests that it referred to an earthquake. , . . • Cf. R. Cowan (2011) 304, arguing that Suetonius' Lucan presents Neros hemis,tlch as 'overblown, unCallimachean epic' and 'of as little merit as Volusius' crap poetry·, s Cf. Rostagni (1944) 
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words have more impact than they would have had either as an externpore composition by Lucan, or as originally delivered by Nero. The power of other people's words is something that Suetonius exploits over and over again in the Caesars, only occasionally with benign intent. It is the argument of the present chapter that Suetonius' use of quotations helps explain on stylistic grounds why the Caesars is readable in a way that other works in comparable scholarly, antiquarian, or technical genres are not.
There are hundreds of quotations in the Caesars, and I limit myself here to Suetonius' quotations of the Caesars themselves. Ventriloquism suggests itself as an apt analogy for the effects he produces with them: an art form involving a multiplicity of voices issuing from a single source. Unlike prosopopoeia, which also involves the multiplication of voices, ventriloquism sits rather low on the scale of performance art-not drama or oratory, but 'showbiz: For biography, the 'high art' comparandum is obviously historiography, and the treatment of 'other people's words' is one of the most salient distinctions between the two genres. As in the ventriloquist's show, so in a Suetonian biography, there are (at least) two voices, quite distinct. The contrast in one famous act between the rather bland ventriloquist Edgar Bergen and his 'smart-aleck' dummy Charlie
McCarthy has its counterpart in the Caesars: the emperors get all the good lines. 6 Any number of ideas and words in the preceding two paragraphs may have caused eyebrows to rise. The scatology of the latrine scene, of course, but also the implicit links between dissident poet and biographer, or comedian and biographer, and the expressions 'readable; 'art form', and especially 'good lines'. Those raised eyebrows are a legacy of generations of commentary on Suetonius' style. So before turning to the words that Suetonius puts in imperial mouths, I survey, in section 1, what we can glean about Suetonius' attitude to literary style from his career and surviving works. In section 2, there are critical assessments of Suetonius' own style, both the long-standing complaints about his stylistic deficiencies and more recent arguments for some stylistic niceties and even cunning. Suetonius the ventriloquist comes forward in section 3. we are a long way from a schola here. Grammaticus can be narrowly construed as a professional label ('school teacher') or can refer more generally to an 'educated man', 'man ofletters', or 'scholar'.
'Philologus'
Suetonius takes to be a mark of'manifold and wide-ranging erudition' (Gramm. 10.4), and so, presumably, does Cicero, who includes himself among the philologi. 10 As applied to Suetonius, we may take these labels, at a minimum, as indicating an engagement with literature that includes familiarity with the elements of style and clear stylistic preferences. Why would we not, when this familiarity and these preferences are manifest in Suetonius' numerous comments on the literary productions of the men who figure in his biographies?
Among Suetonius' many criticisms ofDomitian, for example, is the fact that as a young man he neglected literary studies: he spent no effort on acquainting himself with histories and poems, none even on 'necessary style' ( numquam tamen aut historiae carminibusque noscendis operam ullam aut stilo uel necessaria dedit, Dom. 20). As a result, in order to express his will to his subjects, Domitian was dependent on 'other men's talent' for his letters and speeches and edicts (epistulas orationesque et edicta alieno formabat ingenio, Dom. 20). Even non -literary texts such as edicts and letters, that is, require a style, and Domitian-who restricted his reading to the commentarii and acta of Tiberius-failed to develop the appropriate one. Augustus, in this respect as in so many others, was exemplary, according to Suetonius, 7 Suetoniushimselfcommentson the varied uses of terms such as these at Gramm. 4.1-3, where he discusses grammaticus, litteratus, poetarum interpres, litterator, and grammatista.
s For discussion, see Kaster (1995) 320 (on Gramm. 30.2, s.v. scholasticus).
9 Kaster (1995) xxii n. 1.
•o Here and elsewhere for Gramm., I use Kaster's translation, which usefully supplies nuances sometimes only implicit in the Latin. For Cicero's use of philologus, see Q Fr. 2.9.3 and Att. 2.17.1.
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and attended to matters of expression on a large scale-condemning his unsatisfactory Ajax-tragedy to 'the sponge; for example-and in minute matters such as the spelling of ipsi (Aug. Suetonius asserts the necessity of style even for boys in the first stage of their schooling. These, he says, benefit from exercises designed to develop their eloquence-'set themes, paraphrases, addresses, statements of cause, and other things of this sort' (Gramm. 4.5)-and schools in which students are not exposed to these preliminaries risk sending their graduates on with a style regrettably dry, even arid (sicci omnino atque aridi pueri, Gramm. 4.5). His own education, he tells us, persuaded him of the value of such compositions, and motivates his criticism of the lazy and inarticulate teachers at present who omit them from the elementary curriculum (Gramm. 4.6).
Apropos of literature more generally, Suetonius advocates breadth of appeal over narrowness. His rather unflattering picture of the eagerbeaver eruditi who dedicated commentaries to Tiberi us on his favourite obscure authors, Euphorion, Rhianus, and Parthenius ( Tib. 70.1-3 ), is consonant with his criticism ofValerius Probus, agrammaticus who, instead of working on texts from which one might gain glory and profit, devoted himself to editing old and despised works of literature. When Suetonius says that Probus had few disciples and published 'a very few slight works on certain specific questions of limited scope' (Gramm. 24.1-4), these are hardly the sentiments of the bookworm that the former a studiis and a bibliothecis is sometimes taken to be.
And Suetonius likes old and outlandish words no better than old and despised texts. He reproduces both Asinius Pollio's dictum that Sallust's historical works were 'sullied by an excessive affectation of archaic diction' (Gramm. 10.2), and the sensible stylistic advice given to Pollio by a man who proudly, Suetonius tells us, took Philologus as a cognomen (Gramm. 10.6). Finally, he uses stylistic analysis as a professional tool, rejecting as spurious some works circulating under Horace's name, for being commonplace in one case, and obscure in another, 'a failing of which [Horace] is very rarely guilty' (Vita Hor. 12).
The frequency of Suetonius' comments on the use oflanguage by emperors and senators, scholars and schoolmen, students and the authors whom he and they study, even as briefly adduced here, creates a presumption that he believed style important. And the variety of the comments suggests that he was capable of stylistic discrimination, at least in the works of others. In subsequent sections, we will consider whether his belief and his taste manifest themselves in the Caesars. If we turn from missing elements of style to one that is unusually frequent, Suetonius' stylistic achievement may still seem rather modest, particularly by comparison with that of Tacitus. His phrases a rallonge (to give them the label bestowed by Chausserie-Lapree) have been the subject of several detailed examinations. 25 The most thorough critic, Paola Ramondetti, attests the 'massiccia prezenza' in the Caesars of sentences structured like the following: quin etiam speciem libertatis quandam induxit conseruatis senatui ac magistratibus et maiestate pristina et potestate ('Indeed he introduced the appearance of freedom, with the preservation of the senate's and magistrates' former dignity and power', Tib. 30.1). 26 Here, the concluding ablative absolute gives some of the specifics underlying the main clause's general topic: 'the appearance of freedom'. In Suetonius' hands, as Ramondetti's many examples show, such 'extensions' explain, support, illustrate, exemplify, or substantiate. They do not have the same unsettling effect as those of Tacitus, who, to make a point similar to Suetonius' in the passage quoted just above, reverses the structure and puts the details in the main clause, and the 'appearance of freedom' idea in the ablative absolute rallonge: intercessit Haterius Agrippa tribunus plebei increpitusque est Asinii Galli oratione, silente 22 Gascou (1984) 683. The more extreme form of this idea, as maintained by D'Anna (1954: 208) , for one, is that Suetonius transmits the style of his sources, and that this is responsible for the stylistic unevenness of the Caesars. For comment, see Gascou (1984) Here we come to the question mark in the section heading. Is eloquence really lacking in Suetonius? Readers will differ on how substantial a literary achievement Suetonius' rallonges represent, but the virtue of Ramondetti's study is that it offers a systematic argument for the literariness of the Caesars. Any representative collection of earlier, 'sound-bite' -sized assessments ofSuetonius' style would tend to incoherence, as Lounsbury showed in his 'Survey of Modern Scholarship': the distance between 'the beginning of barbarism' and 'a rather colourless epigone of the Classicist movement' is considerable. 28 Bayer (2002) sees the construction as an aid to narrative flow: it avoids both the incoherence of a series of independent sentences and also the unwieldiness of highly subordinated sentences. Sage (1979a) After our survey of absences, Bayer's superlatives and the phrase 'stilistischen Hauptmittel' are indeed, as he says, surprising. He himself gives a rather minimalist account of the function ofSuetonius' hyperbataas a contribution to brevity-but his tally of stylistic devices would be a good starting point for an investigation ofSuetonius' artful prose. 33 A quite different and more linguistically informed approach to Suetonian rhetoric is on offer in Fry's paper on the use of first-person pronouns. Revising frameworks proposed by Gascou and (for Tacitus) Longn!e, Fry teases out a Suetonian ego who does more than provide helpful cross-references (ut dixi, ut diximus) and verbal quibbles (uel dicam). 34 Fry's Suetonius has the greatest impact on his readers when he engages in historical argument by using expressions such as arbitror ('in my view'), equidem mirer ('I myself am inclined to marvel'), or, as 31 For example, at Ann. 11.30.1, Tacitus leaves it unclear whether Calpurnia (an imperial concubine) or Claudius summons Narcissus to set the condemnation of Messalina in motion. And at 11.35.3 it is impossible to determine whether Narcissus (an imperial freedman) or Claudius gives the order to execute the empress. 32 Bayer (2002) Dubuisson's list of procedures depicting Suetonius 'en styliste qui avance masque' can be supplemented from Jacques Gascou's massive study of Suetonius' contribution to historiography. 41 As we saw earlier, in Gascou's view, Suetonius only gives the impression of ('affecte') authorial absence. In a chapter entitled 'Suetone et la verite historique:
Gascou considers a variety of techniques used by Suetonius to massage the truth.
42 Some are primarily content-related, but he also shows how Suetonius' tone of scientific detachment and even imperturbability allows the shocking facts, as selected and arranged by the author, to rouse outrage by themselves. The long section on the monstrous behaviour of Caligula, for example, contains relatively few editorializing comments; there is no need for them when his material includes men sawn in half ( Calig. 27.5), the retaliatory excision of a tongue (27.5), and heaps of human limbs and entrails (28.2). Suetonius, in Gascou's view, uses stylistic means to produce 'une objectivite . .. illusoire: and does so in aid of a moral and political programme. 43 Now that we have some sense of the range of approaches that have yielded evidence of style-for better or worse-in Suetonius' writings, I shall turn to his use of quotations. 
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49 examples) such as quidam putant ('some people say'), opinio est ('the supposition is'), or alii dicunt ('others say'). Muller argued that if suetonius is artful in arranging his citations, they will reflect this hierarchy; if Suetonius is indifferent to impact, they won't. 44 The demonstrati on is neat and convincing-even if the notion of the mechanical file-card copyist is something of a straw man-particularly where, as at Jul. 49.3-4, Muller can show a series ot citations arranged from ieast striking to most: indirect statement and direct statements by Cicero on Caesar's alleged dalliance with Nicomedes, followed by a three-line ditty sung at the Gallic triumph. 45 It emerges clearly from this survey that verse citations and direct quotations, in particular, regularly function in the Diuus Julius as the high point and/or conclusion to a rubric. 46 This is not just Zitierweise but Zitierkunst. 47 Muller's study suggests one possible riposte to Wallace-Hadrill's observation that Suetonius 'offers no epigrams or sententiae: Such verbal sequins, so beloved of his contemporaries, may be absent from the Caesars, but many of his quotations appear just where sententiae do in texts that have them, namely, at the end of episodes or rubrics. 48 And they have the same strong punctuating effect, as can be seen in parallel versions of Vitelli us' proclamation scene. 49 In Suetonius' account, the circumstances of the proclamation were chaotic: Vitellius was snatched from a dining room and saluted by his troops, whereupon the ceremony was interrupted by an outbreak of fire in the abandoned dining room. People naturally took this as a bad omen, until Vitelli us quipped, 'Take heart! This is a light for us' (bono ... animo estate! nobis adluxit, Vit. 8.2).
The scene ends there, and Suetonius moves on to the situation in Upper Germany. In Tacitus' Histories, Vitelli us' proclamation is less chaotic, be- Muller (1972 ) 104. Gascou (1984 548, by contrast, denies Suetonius' citations the status of rhetorical ornaments: instead, they have 'un valeur 'Jonctionelle", demonstrative'. So when Suetonius cites material from untrustworthy sources such as pamphlets, says Gascou, he is giving in to temptation and indeed to a 'joie suspecte' (551). 48 For Quintilian on sententiae and epigrams, see Inst. 8.5. His favourite metaphors for the figure involve light: lumina ... praecipueque in clausulis posita ('lights ... especially at clause-end: 8.5.2, cf. 28, 34), nitere ('to shine: 19), scintillae ('sparks: 29), oculos eloquentiae ('the "eyes" of eloquence', 34), and clarescit ('brighten: 19) . Hence 'sequins'. 49 For discussion of the quotation that punctuates the death scene in the Galba, see 51 These obviously have a different structural function than the brief quips considered by Mi.iller, and also offer generous helpings of colourful, non-Suetonian language. 5 2 One might also look at the verse quotations and the concomitant issue of the presence of substantial amounts of Greek in a Latin text. 53 Or at what is said about emperors by individuals-perhaps especially former emperors-or by collective contemporaries. 5 4 But I return to an idea introduced in the 5° Cf. the two versions of the aftermath of Rubellius Plautus' assassination in Asia Minor (his head was brought back to Rome, where Nero mocked it): both Suetonius (Ner. 35.4: inquit, 'he said') and Tacitus (Ann. 15.49.4: ipsa principis uerba referam, 'I shall report the emperor's very words') mark the moment with Nero's own words. And some quotations are themselves sententiae, as for example Caesar's words at Jul. 34.2: ire se ad exerc~tum sine duce et in de reuersurum ad ducem sine exercitu ('he was going to face an army wtthout a leader and would return thence to face a leader without an army').
51 See Henderson, ch. 4 in this volume on the anomalous quality of the Diuus Julius.
52 A~ i~deed do.the. shorter quotations, which greatly increase the dictional range of Suetomus text, taking 1t down to the smuttiness of Antony's rude letter to Octavian (Aug. 69.2), and up to the lofty tones in which Vindex invites Galba to accept the throne ( Galb. 9:2) .and along many b~ays of specialist ,vocabulary (spectacles, dicing, etc.) and impenaltdeogloss (I?omttlans bed-wrestling, to mention just one: Dam. 22). In the past, of course, this variety was treated as a stylistic flaw, a form of inconcinnitas ('clumsiness'), but that may be changing. Fry (2003) The startling effect of a voice speaking words not its own was familiar to the ancients, from contexts as imposing as the oracle at Delphi, where the Pythia served as the npoq>~·n~ or 'spokesperson' of Apollo, and as dubious as the performances of'belly-talkers' (£-yyao-rplfltJtJOl).'' Ancient sources see engastrimythia as a form of (sometimes spurious) communication from otherworldly figures: belly-talkers are prophets or diviners who make spirit voices emerge from other people's bellies. 56 An £-yyacr-rpiflv9o~ named Eurycles attracted the attention of Aristophanes, Plato, and Plutarch in turn. In Wasps, Aristophanes uses Eurycles' ventriloquism as an analogy for his own procedure with earlier plays, which he had had produced by other poets: 'imitating Eurycles' divinatory device; he says, he 'poured much comic material into other men's bellies ' (1019-20) . Eurycles' vocal 'device' (Stavota) is also at issue in Plato's Sophist, where the Stranger uses Eurycles' 'speaking from within' as a damning analogy for self-refuting philosophers (Soph. 252c); one infers that Eurycles' two voices argued with one another. In neither passage is the otherworldly dimension of ventriloquism important, and Plutarch dismisses the idea that a god has entered 'people like Eurycles' as 'simpleminded and utterly childish' (Mor. 414e). Then, as now, ventriloquism was a 'device'.
The use of other people's words is one of Suetonius' most distinctive biographical techniques, and is the subject of the remaining discussion. Taking my lead from the latrine scene, I focus on the words of the Caesars themselves, not the words said to or about the Caesars (fascinating though these too are). I leave the question of the words' authenticity entirely to the side, the better to understand the literary effect of their quotation. The effect of the quotation by Suetonius' Lucan is (at least) twofold. Lucan himself is favourably characterized as both witty and irreverent, and also as tallying a notch in his poetic rivalry with Nero, which is the context for this scene. Nero, by contrast, loses face: his own words are turned against him. In this passage, Suetonius is an unseen puppetmaster pulling strings, but in the Caesars, he is more like a ventriloquist making a dummy speak. His text runs along from rubric to rubric, and every once in a while he makes a Caesar interject an appropriate comment. 'Every once in a while' is perhaps too modest: Suetonius does this more than 250 times in the course of the twelve Lives. And 'appropriate' is perhaps too neutral: in well over half of these quotations, Suetonius incriminates the Caesars with their own words.
The creative process that Suetonius adopts is nicely exemplified in 59 Cf. the practice of having an emperor's letters to the senate read by the quaestor Augusti (e.g. Aug. 65.2, on the occasion ofJulia's disgrace).
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As a consequence of the punctuating function already discussed, any of these quotations provide a kind of QED affirmation in topical m 1 .
rubrics, and since the rubrics themselves have a strong mora onentation, such quotations often encapsulate an imperial virtue-or, more often, vice. The biography of Titus, who is introduced as 'humanity's rlarling' (amor ac deliciae£eneris humani, Tit. 1.1), has a number of the forme; type, and the Life of his brother Domitian teems with the latter.
To conclude the rubric about Titus' generosity, for example, Suetonius quotes a 'memorable and duly lauded utterance' (memorabilem ... meritoque laudatam uocem), issued spontaneously, it seems, when after dinner Titus realized he had given no gifts that day: 'Friends, I
have wasted a day' (amici, diem perdidi, Tit. 8.1). Suetonius' editorializing comment makes the point of this quotation particularly clear. A paragraph later, on the subject of refraining from bloodshed, Suetonius tells a rather elaborate story about a failed conspiracy against Titus, the convicted protagonists of which Titus not only allowed to live, but even invited to appear in public with him at the games. The episode concludes with a scene and a quotation from earlier in the response to the conspiracy, when Titus was shown the conspirators' horoscopes and remarked, 'Danger threatens both men, but on another occasion and from another source' (imminere ambobus periculum adfirmasse, uerum quandoque et ab alia, Tit. 9.2). Suetonius' comment here is simply 'which is how things turned out' (sicut euenit). Both syntactically and rhetorically, the connection between the quotation and the rubric is indirect; the reader has to work harder to see that Titus' lack ofbloodthirstiness manifests itself in his indirect -statement refusal to take the horoscopes' -or rather, the horoscope-mongers'-implicit invitation to kill these men. But the reader who has made the connection will remember the whole passage.
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Registering disapproval elicits a wider range of techniques, as one would expect, given the amount of disapproval to be registered in these Lives. In addition to quotations supporting direct and indirect criticism, Suetonius uses 'before-and-after' and extended quotations to blacken Domitian. Both techniques are found in his presentation of Domitian's saeuitia ('brutality'), for example. To the young 6° Cf. the conclusion to Baldwin's chapter on 'Techniques, Style, and Language' (1983: 467-518 ; quotation from 516): 'What may be claimed for him is the ability to leave potent and affecting impressions: Baldwin does not devote specific attention to quotations.
